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SRI RAMAKRISHNA ANSWERS 

Question (asked by a devotee): ‘Has God a form or is He formless ?’ 

Sri Ramakrishna : ‘God has form and, again. He is formless. Once upon 
a time a sannyasi entered the temple of Jagannath. As he looked at the 
holy image he debated within himself whether God had form or was formless. 

He passed his staff from left to right to feel whether it touched the image. 

The staff touched nothing. He understood that there was no image before 
him ; he concluded that God was formless. Next he passed the staff from 
right to left. It touched the image. The sannyasi understood that God had 
form. Thus he realized that God has form and, again, is formless. 

‘But it is extremely difficult to understand this. Naturally the doubt 
arises in the mind : if God is formless, how then can He have form ? 
Further, if He has a form, why does He have so many forms ? ’ 

Doctor Sarkar : ‘God has created all these forms in the world ; therefore 
He Himself has a form. Again, He has created the mind ; therefore He is 
formless. It is possible for God to be everything.’ 

Sri Ramakrishna: ‘These things do not become clear until one has 
realized God. He assumes different forms and reveals Himself in different 
ways for the sake of His devotees. A man kept a solution of dye in a tub. 
Many people came to him to have their clothes dyed. He would ask a 
customer, “What colour should you like to have your cloth dyed ?” If the 
customer wanted red, then the man would dip the cloth in the tub and say, 
“Here is your cloth dyed red.” If another customer wanted his cloth dyed 
yellow, the man would dip his cloth in the same tub and say, “Here is 
your cloth dyed yellow.” If a customer wanted his cloth dyed blue, the 
man would dip it in the same tub and say, “Here is your cloth dyed blue.” 
Thus he would dye the clothes of his customers different colours, dipping them 
all in the same solution. One of the customers watched all this with amaze- 
ment. The man asked him, “Well ? What colour do you want for your 
cloth ? 99 Die customer said, “Brother, dye my cloth the colour of the dye 
in your tub.” 
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Arise 1 Awake ! And stop not till the Goal 
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‘Once a man went into a wood and saw a beautiful creature on a tree. 
Later he told a friend about it and said, “Brother, on a certain tree 
in the wood I saw a red-coloured creature.” The friend answered: “I have 
seen it too. Why do you call it red ? It is green.” A third man said : 
“Oh, no, no ! Why do you call it green ? It is yellow.” 1 Then other 
persons began to describe the animal variously as violet, blue, or black. 
Soon they were quarrelling about the colour. At last they went to the 
tree and found a man sitting under it. In answer to their questions he said : 
“I live under this tree and know the creature very well. What each of you 
has said about it is true. Sometimes it is red, sometimes green, sometimes 
yellow, sometimes blue, and so forth and so on. Again, sometimes I see 
that it has no colour whatsoever.” 

‘Only he who constantly thinks of God can know His real nature. He 
alone knows that God reveals Himself in different forms and different ways, 
that He has attributes and, again, has none. Only the man who lives under 
the tree knows that the chameleon can assume various colours and that 
sometimes it remains colourless. Others, not knowing the whole truth, 
quarrel among themselves and suffer. 

‘Yes, God has form and, again. He has none. Do you know how it is ? 
Brahman, Existence-Knowledge-Bliss Absolute, is like a shoreless ocean. 
In the ocean visible blocks of ice are formed here and there by intense 
cold. Similarly, under the cooling influence, so to speak, of the bhakti of 
Its worshippers, the Infinite transforms Itself into the finite and appears before 
the worshipper as God with form. That is to say, God reveals Himself to 
His bhaktas as an embodied Person. Again, as, on the rising of the sun, 
the ice in the ocean melts away, so, on the awakening of jnana, the 
embodied God melts back into the infinite and formless Brahman.’’ 

Doctor : ‘Yes. When the sun is up, the ice melts ; and what is more, the 
heat of the sun turns the water into invisible vapour.’ 

Sri Ramakrishna: ‘Yes, that is true. As a result of the discrimination 
that Brahman alone is real and the world illusory, the aspirant goes into 
samadhi. Then, for him, the forms or attributes of God disappear altogether. 
Then he does not feel God to be a Person. Then he cannot describe in 
words what God is. And who will describe it ? He who is to describe 
does not exist at all ; he no longer finds his “I”. To such a person Brahman 
is attributeless. In that state God is experienced only as Consciousness, by 
man’s inmost consciousness. He cannot be comprehended by the mind and 
intelligence. 

‘Therefore people compare bhakti, love of God, to the cooling light of 
the moon, and jnana, knowledge, to the burning rays of the sun. I have 
heard that there are oceans in the extreme north and extreme south where 
the air is so cold that it freezes the water into huge blocks of ice here 
and there. Ships cannot move there ; they are stopped by the ice.’ 




ONWARD FOR EVER ! 

What right has a man to 
say he has a soul if he does 
not feel it, or that there is a 
God if he does not see Him ? 
If there is a God we must see 
Him, if there is a soul we 
must perceive it; otherwise it 
is better not to believe. It is 
better to be an outspoken 
atheist than a hypocrite . The 
modern idea, on the one hand , 
with the ‘ learned ’, is that 
religion and metaphysics and 
all search after a Supreme 
Being are futile; on the other 
hand , with the semi-educated, 
the idea seems to be that these 
things really have no basis; 
their only value consists in the 
fact that they furnish strong 
motive powers for doing good 
to the world. If men believe 
in a God, they may become 
good , and moral , and so make 
good citizens. We cannot 
blame them for holding such 
ideas , seeing that all the 
teaching these men get is 
simply to believe in an eternal 
rigmarole of words, without 
any substance behind them. 
They are asked to live upon 
words; can they do it ? If 
they could, / should not have 
the least regard for human 
nature. Man wants truth, 
wants to experience truth for 
himself ; when he has grasped 
it, realised it, felt it within his 
heart of hearts , then alone , 
declare the Vedas t would all 
doubts vanish, all darkness be 
scattered, and all crookedness 
be made straight. ( Ye children 
of immortality , even those 
who live in the highest sphere, 
the way is found; there is a 
way out of all this darkness, 
and that is by perceiving Him 
who is beyond all darkness; 
there is no other way,.! 










THE HOLY MOTHER AND 
THE BHAGAV AD-GIT A 

Editorial 

I 

The first stanza of the traditional ‘Medi- 
tation’ on the Bhagav ad-git a personifies the 
holy book of eighteen chapters as the ‘God- 
dess’ who is our ‘Mother’. It says that this 
spiritual Mother ‘showers the immortal 
nectar of advaitic (nondualistic) wisdom’ 
and ‘destroys man’s rebirth’ in this mortal 
world. As the Gitas teaching flowed forth 
from the lips of Bhagavan Sri KrS|na and as 
the divine knowledge is inherent in and 
ever united with Him, the Gita is Bhagavati 
or the Goddess. Just as a mother patiently 
teaches her erring children and brings them 
up to be independent, the Gita is always 
by our side to help and guide seekers until 
they attain spiritual independence. And so 
the Gita is addressed as the ‘Mother’. The 
Gita undoubtedly accepts the individual 
souls, the universe of multiplicity, the per- 
sonal God, and the need to realize Him. 
But all these concepts and teachings are laid 
out on the broadest base of Advaita or 
nondualism which is the keynote of the 
Upanisads. That was how the great advai- 
tic teacher Sankara could take up the Gita 
as a text of Vedanta and write his brilliant 
commentary on it. A spiritual aspirant 
who practises the disciplines according to its 
teaching and becomes illumined must come 
to possess the advaitic vision. Therefore the 
Gita is said to shower the ambrosia of non- 
dualistic wisdom. And when a person rea- 
lizes his oneness with Reality, he goes be- 
yond birth and death. Thus the Gita pro- 
ves to be a destroyer of man’s rebirth. 

To those of our readers who are familiar 
with the biography of Sri Ramakrishna, the 
Holy Mother is no stranger. It is needless 
to say here anything about Sri Rama- 
krishna’s spiritual struggles and realizations. 
He realized his oneness with God, and as 
he had utterly destroyed his egotism, declar- 
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ed that he was an incarnation of God in 
this modern age. He chose Sarada Devi — 
who later became the Holy Mother to all 
devotees of Sri Ramakrishna — as his spirit- 
ual helpmate and looked upon her as the 
Divine Mother, as his *Sakti* (Power), as 
Saras wati the Goddess of Wisdom, and 

y 

pointed out his non-difference from her. As 
does the Gita, the Holy Mother combined 
in herself the dual role of the Mother and 
the spiritual teacher. The humblest of 
women though she was, she unhesitatingly 
said on at least one occasion that she was 
Bhagavafi, the Divine Mother Herself. Her 
motherly love and patience knew no limits. 
She came to this world to bestow the highest 
wisdom which liberates man from the 
bondage of ignorance and rebirth. In her 
the highest advaitic wisdom, as reflected 

m 

in the teachings of the Gita , found 
fullest expression — she saw God in every 
creature and in the whole universe. Her 
last recorded teaching is a capsule of this 
wisdom. Anyone following her teachings 
afnd casting his or her life in the mould 
left by her will realize the ultimate truth 

and conquer death. 

Swami Vivekananda once wrote to 
Sister Nivedita in a letter: 

Well, now great things are to be done ! 
Who cares for great things ? Whv not 
do small things as well ? One is as 
good as the other. The greatness of 
little things, that is what the Gita 
teaches — bless the old book ! ! ’ 1 

How appropriately has the Swami 
summarized the message of the Gita here*— 
‘the greatness of little things’. He and his 
Master did great things indeed. (The 
world hardly knows that they did even small 
things with equal care and zest.) They 
impinge on our consciousness with im- 
mense glory and power. We are awestruck 
and dazzled when we hear or read about 

l The Complete Works (Advaita Ashrama, Maya- 

vati. Himalayas) , Vo]. VI (1963) , p. 436. 



them. It is as if we were looking at the 
midday sun or the sky- scraping Himalayas. 
But the Holy Mother, in contrast, hardly 
impresses us at first. She is like the ocean, 
calm and deep. Who but an oceanographer 

with bathymetric data can tell us that the 

* 

deepest part of the Pacific can easily engulf 
the tallest Himalayan peak, leaving 7,000 
feet of water piled on it ? Fortunately for 
us, Sri Ramakrishna and his disciples have 
given us unmistakable hints about the 
greatness of the Mother. Sri Ramakrishna, 
for instance, once warned his foolhardy 
nephew not to incur her displeasure. If he 
did, none would be able to shield him*— not 
even he (Sri Ramakrishna). Swami 
Brahmananda, the first President of the 
Ramakrishna Math and Mission, once said 
of her, ‘Inside, the great ocean of realiza- 
tion ; outside, absolute calm.’ 2 Swami 
Premananda, another of the foremost dis- 
ciples of Sri Ramakrishna, went a step 
further and said, ‘We have seen that she 
had a much greater capacity than the 
Master. She was the embodiment of 
Power, and how well she controlled it ! 
Sri Ramakrishna could not do so though 
he tried . . .’ 3 Despite the highest honour 
accorded her by Sri Ramakrishna and his 
disciples, she remained her simple, natural 
self— a housewife doing the simplest of 
duties and serving everyone, as a mother. 
Her life is an object-lesson of the Gitas 
teaching— ‘the greatness of little things’. 
She practised and taught this great prin- 
ciple: ‘One should not trifle with a thing, 

though it may be insignificant .... One 
should perform even insignificant work with 
respect.’ 

To devoted students of the Mother’s 
life and teachings this parallelism with the 
Gita is bound to suggest itself. God- 
centred, self-effacing, content with a behind- 

® Swami Nikhilananda : Holy Mother (George 

Allen fc Unwin Ltd., London, 1963) , p. 260. 

3 ibid, p. 261. 
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the-scenes role in the drama of Sri but for others’ good. Nevertheless he is 



Ramakrishna’s life, detached yet dedicated 
to humble, day-to-day duties, regarding all 
with an equal eye tinged by the collyrium 
of mother-love — she became the very em- 
bodiment of the ideal of the Gita* The 
concluding verse of the eleventh chapter, 
commended by Sankara as containing the 
essence of the whole book, precisely sum- 
marizes the life and personality of the 
Mother : 

‘He who does My work and looks on 
Me as the Supreme Goal, who is devoted 
to Me, who is without attachment and 
without hatred for any creature — he 
comes to Me, O Arjuna.’ 

n 

One of the most fascinating features of 
the Bhagavad-gita is its ability to meet the 
ordinary man at his level and slowly guide 
him up the spiritual ladder to perfection. 
Its doctrine of disinterested or dedicated 
action opens the gates of spiritual freedom 
to everyone. For man by nature is incur- 
ably active. He is active physically and 
mentally. But he acts selfishly and so gets 
bound. Bondage brings further action as 
the slave of nature. That slavery causes 
endless physical and mental suffering. The 
Gita recognizes this great labyrinth in which 
human beings are trapped, and shows 
them a way out of it. This is not 
through giving up all works and duties 
and becoming a secluse. But it is while 
remaining in the swirl of action, to 
develop the spirit of detachment, trying to 
act as an instrument in the hands of that 
Cosmic Intelligence whose energy and will 
are manifest in every particle and thought — 
in short, ‘to worship the Supreme with one’s 
own duty’. 

It is difficult to judge Sri Ramakrishna 
from our ordinary standpoint. For, as one 
of his monastic disciples said, every action 
of his, even his footfall, was not for himself 



open to the charge that he did not involve 
himself in worldly duties and through them 
realize God. He was a perfect renouncer, 
externally and internally, and his passion 
for God swept his soul like a tornado. No 
vestige of worldly interest or involvement 
could have survived that tomadolike long- 
ing. But the example of the Holy Mother 
is different. Even from her childhood, 
work and worldly duties surrounded her 
and kept her busy. Her coming to 
Dakshineswar to be by the side of her 
husband did not alter the tenor of her busy 
life. To her domestic duties such as 
cooking, serving, and cleaning were added 
the personal service to Sri Ramakrishna and 
feeding of his devotees. In fact, Sri 
Ramakrishna— 'that paragon of renouncers 
and ascetics— taught her how to do many 
small duties perfectly: how to roll the wick 
of an oil lamp, dress vegetables, and 
prepare betels ! Of course, along with 
these he taught her how to meditate on 
God and all the intricacies of the inner 
life. She came to know the role she was 
to play in his mission, and accepted it 
cheerfully, discerningly. Never even once 
did she think of imitating Sri Ramakrishna, 
of becoming a ‘Paramahamsi’ ! Thus she 
exemplifies the Gitas teaching of accepting 
and discharging the duties that come to 
one on account of birth, nature, tempera- 
ment, and station in life. Till her last days, 
even when her physical strength was failing, 
she went about her daily chores with zeal 
and dedication. By those who had little 
insight into her spirit of detachment, she 
was even criticized for worldly ‘attachment’! 
Yet those same, or their friends, would as 
readily criticize Sri Ramakrishna for being 
‘otherworldly’. Strange are the ways in 
which the people of this world think and 
pass judgment ! But luckily for humanity 
the men and women of God live their own 
lives according to the divine plan and 




